Persistence of genital human papillomavirus infection in a long-term follow-up study of female university students.
Little is known about the epidemiology of human papillomavirus (HPV) infections that persist for more than a few years. Four to 12 years after participation in a longitudinal study of incident HPV infection, a cohort of former university students returned for a follow-up visit that included HPV genotyping of cervical and vulvovaginal swab specimens and collection of colposcopy-directed biopsy specimens. Of 147 women with HPV infection detected during their undergraduate years, 24 (16.3%) were positive for 1 or more of the same HPV types at follow-up. Overall, 27 (4.8%) of 567 type-specific HPV infections persisted, and DNA sequence analyses of a subset revealed that all were variant specific. Long-term HPV persistence was positively associated with frequent but sporadic detection of the same HPV type early during the course of the infection and with abnormal Pap tests and genital warts; it was negatively associated with marriage and was not associated with the number of intercurrent sex partners. HPV variant and behavioral risk factor analyses indicated that long-term detection of the same HPV type was more consistent with viral persistence than with reinfection. Although long-term persistence was not common, it was associated with detection of HPV-related pathologies.